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Finding a Way In 
by 
Catherine E. Loughlin 
After a decade of observing classrooms, interview-
ing teachers and photographing children in classrooms 
in order to think and write about the learning environ-
ment, it seemed to me that it was finally time to do 
some real research. I wanted to study ways children 
interacted with the physical environment, what kinds of 
arrangements within the environment attracted their 
attention, where they used different kinds of materials 
and how spatial organization, provisioning and materials 
arrangement were related to those interactions . 
Selecting a Focus 
The term learning environment has many different 
meanings; it is usually defined as some single variable 
or combination of variables related to the physical, 
social, psychological, institutional or management 
aspects of settings for learning. However, the defi-
nition and conceptual framework for my study of the 1 learning environment had been the arranged environment 
(Loughlin, 1977) and that is what I wished to research. 
Teachers control the tasks of spatial organization, 
provisioning and materials arrangement within the 
arranged environment; their knowledge of relationships 
between particular arrangements and classroom events 
within these three aspects of environment can be applied 
to promote particular teaching purposes or behavior 
expectations. This application task has been labeled 
organizing for special purposes (Loughlin and Suina, 
1982). 
I began to look for a research focus by reviewing 
the literature reporting studies of the classroom's 
physical environment. Most seemed to focus on the 
architectural facility, rather than the arranged 
environment (King and Marans, 1979), except for a group 
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on spatial organization and provisioning patterns in 
early childhood settings (Prescott et al., 1975; 
Kritchevsky et al., 1977). Some early studies of 
preschool children's material choices (i .e., Bott, 19 28) 
and later studies of self-selection in elementary school 
classrooms (Ault, 1945) raised questions about provi-
sioning and its effects on classroom events, but from 
today's perspective they seemed to overlook a number of 
elements within the complexities of the teaching-
learning setting. 
Although it hasn't been a popular research topic, 
materials arrangement2 is frequently discussed in early 
childhood education literature (Hirsch, 1974; Appelbaum 
et al ., 1984). It is discussed even more in the liter-
ature of retail merchandising (Parker, 1976; Pegler, 
1983) although not with a focus on learning environment, 
and a number of environmental researchers have examined 
effects of relocations and rearrangement of materials 
on human behavior within institutional and public set-
tings other than classrooms (Sommer, 1969). 
Since I found little current research on materials 
arrangement, and because I found it interesting, I 
decided that some systematic study of that environmental 
task would be a useful direction to enter research on 
the learning environment . It seemed likely that a 
design for this purpose could be further extended for 
later investigations of other environmental arrangements. 
Looking for Help 
For an entry into a relatively unexplored area of 
classroom research funding seemed unlikely, but I needed 
design assistance, functioning learning environments to 
examine and staff to help carry out the study. Without 
funds needed resources had to be found among colleagues, 
nearby schools, teachers who might offer their class-
rooms and graduate students available to participate as 
researchers during the school day . It was necessary to 
capture the interest of those who could join the 
research effort since interest in the project would be 
their only reason for participating. 
After several months of talking with colleagues, 
offering elementary inservice sessions on the arranged 
environment with a focus on materials arrangement, 
issuing invitations to work with teachers in their own 
classrooms, the results were certainly discouraging . 
Somehow, the study of materials arrangement in the 
elementary classroom wasn't very exciting to anyone, 
except for those who had already studied it. However, 




designs didn't quite 
seem to fit my 





elementary school programs was extremely interested in 
literacy. Response to articles about environments 
arranged for literacy (Sheehan and Cole, ·1982; Loughlin, 
1982) were quite positive . Classroom teachers, profes -
sors of reading and language arts, qualitative research-
ers and school officials were all interested in the 
study of literacy, and from that perspective found the 
idea of a literacy environment promising. So, despite 
some discomfort about researching an example of environ -
mental arrangement rather than its principles, the 
research focus was shifted from materials arrangement 
alone to the arrangement of the literacy content of the 
environment. This should incorporate materials arrange-
ment, as well as spatial organization and provisioning, 
because a "literacy environment" was simply an example 
of the environmental task of organizing for special 
purposes . 
Finding a Design 
The research I found on classroom environment 
employed survey methods, ethnographic-like approaches 
or experimental designs. Because of my past training 
in quantitative research methods, the experimental 
studies were attractive; however, these quantitative 
designs didn't quite seem to fit my questions about the 
environment, which were basically qualitative. I was 
convinced, however, that I didn't have the patience for 
the open-ended observation and analysis of the ethno-
graphic - like approaches. 
Initial discussion with now-interested colleagues 
and graduate students with expertise in reading and 
research methods seemed to show a need for some descrip-
tive tool for research focused on literacy in the 
environment, whether the eventual design of the research 
would be quantitative or qualitative. Where to begin, 
or what aspect of the l i teracy environment would be 
described was not immed i ately clear. The nature of the 
tool required some discussion of the arranged environ-
ment and literacy. With the variety of interests and 
perspectives in the group, it was sometimes difficult 
to keep the proposed research focus clearly on the 
environment. We vigorously discussed relative values 
of open-ended observations, imposed checklists, chil-
dren's uses of environment, descriptions of literacy 
act i vity, compar i sons between classrooms. Brainstorm-
ing sessions and exchanges of literature were lively, 
and discussions brought several questions to the surface 
about poss i ble relationships of literacy in the environ-
ment to other cla ssroom events. One question that 
repeat edly surfaced fina lly determined the f i rst steps: 
How would a researcher i dentify a literacy environment, 
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or distinguish those environments organized for the 
special purpose of promoting literacy from those which 
weren't? 
We agreed that a good beginning might be the 
development of some tool to "assess" the extent and ways 
literacy is represented in an environment. It should 
eventually enable us to identify high level literacy 
environments, and to compare one area to another in the 
same environment. 
Developing the Tool 
Development of an assessment device required the 
use of environments in which that-which-is-to-be-
assessed was present to a considerable degree. Review 
of photographs from area schools reminded us that exten-
sive, conscious use of literacy in the arranged environ-
ment was not a common practice; there were some 
classrooms which seemed to provide displayed literacy, 
but they were scattered through several different 
institutions or districts . It seemed necessary to 
become involved with inservice programs in order to 
proceed with instrument development; and we needed to 
obtain permission for research to be sure the classrooms 
involved in inservice would also be available for later 
study. 
It was, of course, too late in the year for 
research clearance through the public schools. However, 
because of an established inservice relationship with 
teachers of a nearby private school which operated with 
a very small bureaucracy, all was not lost. A large 
proportion of the K-8 teachers in the school requested 
classroom advisory sessions on the literacy environment, 
and the presence of literacy in the environments 
expanded rapidly . 
With formal consent to study classrooms for the 
rest of the school year, two of us began work on the 
assessment tool. Teachers' i nteres t i n the literacy 
environment was high, so environments steadily grew in 
literacy stimulus l evel . Early versions of the assess-
ment instrument were well exercised. 
We began with an existing short checklist (Lough-
lin and Suina, 1982, p. 206) of "literacy indicators" 
which had grown from earlier observations of children's 
l iteracy ac tivities. The plan was to examine an 
environment for the number of "indicators" and thus 
establish the level of literacy within the environment. 
Over time, as the checklist was applied, new categories 
were added, some consolidated, and each more clearly 
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defined. By the end of the school year we had a new checklist, called "Assess -
ment of Displayed Literacy Indicators," which seemed to be fairly stable in that 
the team using the tool could categorize literacy arrangements consistently, and 
could find a category for each literacy stimulus they identified in the environ-
ments. 
However, as we attempted to share what we saw through the checklists with 
teachers, they wanted to know "The Number" (total number of literacy indicators 
in the environment) that indicated a wonderful literacy environment, and "The 
Number" that indicated a poor one . These questions made sense in terms of the 
instrument's title (Assessment of Displayed Literacy Indicators) which reflected 
unresolved design confusions between quantitative habits and qualitative ques-
tions; but they didn ' t make sense in terms of our purposes for the checklist. 
Difficulties also arose as we tried to explain the instrument and its 
application to our colleagues in reading and language, who didn ' t share the 
background of information about environmental principles underlying the idea of 
the literacy environment . Their criteria for "literacy indicators" were based 
on an understanding of literacy acquisition rather than environment, but envi-
ronmental principles predict which arrangements of materials and space, and what 
kinds of provisions are likely to engage children's attention without teacher 
intervention. They suggest that all materials in a classroom do not have equal 
potential to affect children's activity, and that variables such as vertical 
placement in relation to eye level, appearance, location and the characteristics 
of nearby space are crucial. Those principles were expressed in the basic rules 
for including materials or excluding them from the count. 
In response to some of the confusions revealed in our sharing sessions we 
revised the tool. It was renamed "A Survey of Displayed Literacy Stimuli," with 
the term survey a better description of the broad view of materials and arrange-
ments it was meant to describe and the term stimuli a more appropriate descrip-
tion of the function of the surveyed materials in children's literacy activity. 
We also removed the grand total line from the record sheet, so the pattern of 
literacy stimuli in terms of placement, kind and relative quantity could be 
emphasized. 
As the survey evolved, different editions were used for inservice programs 
in several schools, and many teachers shared their record sheets with us. The 
patterns shown on those record sheets for classrooms with high levels of literacy 
stimulus were different from classrooms with a low stimulus level, so we knew the 
instrument would distinguish between high and low level literacy environments. 
The survey also proved to be a powerful tool for inservice teacher development 
once teachers understood that it was not an evaluation device, but a tool for 
examining the environment (Ivener, 1984). 
Studying Classrooms 
During the following year we began to test out several ways of observing 
how children used the environment's literacy stimuli: open-ended observations 
of children involved in literacy activities, focused observations of children 
using the displayed literacy stimuli identified through the Survey, timed 
behavior-sampling of specific literacy behaviors. We negotiated with a small 
school system to offer inservice in exchange for time in the classrooms of 
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teachers who were willing to have us observe. Soon we began to realize that in 
many classrooms well provisioned with literacy stimuli children really didn't 
have opportunity to respond to those stimuli, for a variety of reasons. Our 
work for the rest of the year revolved around the question of the level of 
access to displayed literacy stimuli, how it interacted with literacy level and 
how we could determine it. By the end of the year it seemed clear that the ques-
tion of access was important. To examine that idea we developed a second instru-
ment, using repeated room scans (looking at each child) to see how much children 
used the displayed literacy stimuli. Like the Survey, the Inventory of Access 
described the environment, but in somewhat different terms. 
Early in the next school year we decided to go to a number of classrooms 
with the Survey of Displayed Literacy Stimuli and the Inventory of Access to 
note the extent children used the displayed literacy stimuli. Now we had two 
potential ways to describe the environments: level of literacy and access. We 
thought this would also be a good time to begin looking at children and their 
literacy activity within the environments we described. 
Observing Literacy Activity 
One of the researchers had developed an observation instrument for another 
purpose; it seemed to be a good addition to the Survey and Inventory as a tool 
to examine what kinds of literacy behaviors children used in literacy environ-
ments with different literacy and access levels. The Literacy Observation 
Matrix (Ivener, 1983) sampled children's specific literacy behaviors through 
daily five minute observations, recording pre-defined literacy behaviors at five 
second intervals. 
For ten days, with the help of a large number of volunteer student research-
ers, we carried out a pilot study, working simultaneously in 22 environments with 
different literacy characteristics. Based on our observation experiences and the 
data they produced, we decided that the instruments were useful, but needed revi-
sion (Loughlin and Ivener, 1984). 
As we shared the pilot study results and revision plans for the Survey, 
Inventory and Matrix with our research and reading colleagues, we began to think 
about design again. It was still hard to keep the focus on the environment 
rather than literacy, but after several discussions we finally settled on a 
design to study literacy behaviors in environments arranged to support literacy. 
In keeping with my conviction that dealing with voluminous field notes was not 
an appropriate form of research for me, the design used the three instruments 
from the pilot study in selected high-level literacy environments. It enabled 
us to study the question: what literacy behaviors do children use in high 
stimulus literacy environments with different levels of access? It would also 
enable us to study the instruments further. 
Research clearance was arranged for long-term involvement in the public 
schools, observing in one classroom at a time over a period of 18 months. A 
small group of students, trained in the use of the instruments, joined the 
research team. At last we had worked our way into real research. 
As we gathered information by observing children through the Inventory of 
Access and the Literacy Observation Matrix, we became comfortable in using the 
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instruments, and felt that important information was gained from them. At the 
same time all of us saw events that were not captured by the instruments, but 
which seemed equally important; we found ourselves making notes of such events 
on the edges and backs of the record forms and on the back of the observation 
matrix. In addition, most of the classroom teachers talked with observers about 
their practices, as we asked for needed information about schedules and assigned 
literacy activities. 
Each time observers talked together, sharing anecdotes and teacher comments, 
the "other" information accumulated. From the instruments we had good information 
about the environments, about access, about the literacy behaviors most used 
voluntarily and those most often assigned; we also had information about the 
situations, settings and interactions within which they occurred. I began to 
make notes of observers' oral comments as we discussed the observations, and 
paid close attention to the notes we all wrote on the margins and backs of the 
instrument record sheets. They were extremely interesting. 
Reporting Results 
With the assistance of research oriented colleagues, the approaches to 
research on the literacy environment had progressed steadily, if slowly. Now, 
as the narrative and margin-note information about the classrooms accumulated, I 
turned to a colleague in reading and language arts to review the interesting 
conditions and arrangements where we were seeing children engaging in spontane-
ous literacy activity. Patterns across classrooms were becoming evident, and it 
was exciting. 
B~fore long, we were writing a book about what we had seen and noted in 
those environments, although the descriptive data from the instruments hadn't 
yet been reported. The book was in the hands of the publisher before I realized 
that despite my reluctance to engage in ethnographic-like approaches to research, 
I had found the "field notes" so compelling that I had reported them first, 
though somewhat indirectly, through the book. 
The long effort to find a way into research on the learning environment had 
gradually helped me shift from a completely quantitative view of research toward 
a qualitative view. I'm sure the environment-literacy connection will influence 
my approach to any future research on the learning environment. 
Looking Ahead 
We are now preparing the final reports of the study, based on the instru-
ment data which showed children's deep involvement with literacy in the high 
level literacy classrooms. The data show interesting patterns of scheduling, 
access and spontaneous literacy which echo the non-instrument observations and 
provide more specific information to fill out the details of the functioning of 
the literacy environment. The narrative data from the margin-notes and the 
numerical data from the descriptive instruments have complemented each other 
well. 
The information and instrumentation developed through the study is also 
being used within research on children's literacy. The Survey of Displayed 
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Literacy Stimuli has been widely disseminated through conference presentations 
and in print (Loughlin and Martin, 1987) and has helped many teachers better 
understand the potential of the environment to support children's literacy 
growth. 
After all the effort to keep the primary focus on environment rather than 
literacy, the book describing the observed literacy environments was sent to the 
publishing house as The Functioning Literacy Environment; but it will emerge, 
with the term environment relegated to a subtitle, as Supporting Literacy 
(Developing environments for learning). 
I had found my way into research on the environment by looking at literacy . 
Now, to find a way out of literacy and back to the environment. 
Footnotes 
lThe arranged environment consists of those elements of the physical 
environment which are arranged by teachers within the spaces provided by the 
architectural facility. 
2Materials Arrangement consists of organization, display and placement of 
learning materials. 
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